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lungs and lower respiratory tract, but also
the eyes, the ears, the nose, and the skin that
are exposed to environmental pollution,"
noted conference chair G. Richard Holt,
who is also chair of NAPE's air pollution
committee. Hearing loss, for example, may
be linked to toxic materials such as heavy
metals, and exposure to certain hydrocar-
bons can lead to smell and taste dysfunction.
High levels ofozone and other air pollutants
can result in both cancerous and noncancer-
ous mucosal lesions. Humans are climbing
up the ladder leading to severe physical
effects from air pollution, warned Richard
Trevino, president of the American
Academy of Otolaryngic Allergy, and the
absence ofidentifiable symptoms should not
be asource ofcomfort.
Conference speakers were unanimous
in calling for more research into the
adverse effects of air pollution-both sub-
tle and direct-and in urging the medical
profession to become more attuned to the
possibility of pollution as the cause of
patient distress. Trevino, for example, said
he believes air pollution is directly respon-
sible for the rising incidence of hay fever,
not only irritating the nasal mucosa but
also making people more susceptible to
allergens and toxicants. Data have been
collected from numerous sites linking
increased asthma incidence with rises in
ground-level ozone concentrations.
The effects of air pollution are often
hidden, insidious, and long-term, speakers
pointed out during the conference. Lowell
Goldsmith, chair of the American
Academy of Dermatology's Environment
Committee, said even the morning shower
is not risk-free. Goldsmith has calculated
that showering with chlorinated water
leads to inhalation of chloroform, which
causes cancer in animals, at levels that
exceed current EPA standards. Fortunately,
he added, most people don't spend extend-
ed periods of time showering. Air pollu-
tants may also be absorbed by the body
and recycled, in essence, later in life. Joan
McGowan, chief of the bone biology and
bone diseases branch of the National
Institute ofArthritis and Musculoskeletal
and Skin Diseases, reported that as women
enter menopause, the process of bone
remodeling in which calcium and minerals
are released by bone speeds up. Along with
calcium, heavy metals such as lead that
have been stored in bone may also be
released by bone back into bodysystems.
A major concern ofthe conference was
the effect ofair pollution on special popula-
tions such as women, the poor, minorities,
and children-populations often ignored in
research. Citing a need for environmental
justice, NIEHS Director Kenneth Olden
said the institute has commissioned special
studies to focus on health problems among
the poor that might be linked to air pollu-
tion. The poor, he noted, tend to live in
inner-city areas where pollutants are con-
centrated or work in argicultural areas
where direct exposure to pesticides, herbi-
cides, and fertilizers is prevalent.
Terri Damstra, associate director for
international programs at NIEHS, pointed
out that toxins which imitate estrogens,
such as DDT, dioxin, and PCBs, are ubiq-
uitous in the environment. These com-
pounds, which have been associated with
cancers and with breast, uterine, and bone
disease, are disbursed in the atmosphere
and subsequently enter the food chain.
Damstra said 90% of the PCBs in the
Great Lakes come directly from
the atmosphere. Kathy Bryant,
associate director of government
relations for the American
College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists, noted that these
estrogen imitators are stored pri-
marily in fat, and may have a
disproportionate effect on
women because women natural-
ly have higher percentages of
body fat than do men. Bryant
called for an interagency review
at the federal level to examine
risk-assessment policy and its
impact on women's health.
Animals and plants are not spared
the devastating effects of pollution,
according to one session at the con-
ference. Acid rain, ground-level
ozone concentrations, and
other ambient air toxins
are depleting the
world of 50,000
plant species annu-
ally, destroying
nature's ecological
balance and narrow-
ing forever the array of
plants that might produce
beneficial pharmaceuticals,
warned Christopher T. Moore, chair of
the environmental council of the
Wilderness Medical Society. Air pollution
knows no political boundaries, Moore
pointed out, and even the most pristine
areas show signs ofenvironmental distress.
Included in the NAPE campaign's arse-
nal will be white papers, "scientific posi-
tion" papers and educational videos that
describe the impact ofair pollution on each
body organ and system. "The same tools
that were used successfully against cigarette
smoking-research, public health educa-
tion, and advocacy-can be used against air
pollution," urged conference co-chair
Alfred Munzer, former president of the
American LungAssociation.
NAPE, organized just two years ago,
has grown to include dozens of medical
and environmental organizations, as has
the worldwide affiliate it helped to orga-
nize, the International Society of Doctors
for the Environment. In April NAPE will
sponsor a conference on biodiversity loss,
and subsequent plans include a conference
addressing the impact of water pollution
on body organs that parallels the air pollu-
tion conference.
Safe to Eat
Last September, the U.S. General
Accounting Office released two reports
that called for restructuring the federal
food safety system. The reports cited
extensive problems with the
current system of monitor-
ing amounts of unsafe
chemical residues and envi-
ronmental contaminants in
food. Among GAO's find-
ings are inconsisten-
cies in assessing chem-
ical risks and lack of
prosecutions for viola-
tions of chemical lim-
its in food.
TheFDA,theUSDA,
and the EPA all share
the responsibility for
monitoring chemicals
that enter the food
supply. These include
chemical residues that
w
Food feud. Two GAO reports call for restructur-
ing the federal food safety system, but industry
disputesthe findings.
result from the use of pesticides, animal
drugs, and food additives, as well as envi-
ronmental contaminants, such as lead and
mercury, that enter the food supply
through their occurrence in the environ-
ment, naturally or as a result ofpollution.
The agencies' responsibilities include
approving food-use chemicals before they
can be used; sampling and testing food
products to ensure their safety, or end-
product testing; and taking regulatory
actions when violations occur.
The GAO examined the federal pro-
grams and identified several fundamental
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weaknesses. First, the efforts to determine
the risks of chemicals are inconsistent be-
cause the agencies do not assess risks in the
same way. Therefore, they may arrive at dif-
ferent riskestimates forthe same chemical.
The GAO found that the USDA's
National Residue Program, which issupposed
to ensure that hazardous levels ofdrugs, pesti-
cides, and other industrial chemicals do not
contaminate meat and poultry, is inadequate
because testing is not comprehensive and the
methodology for collecting samples is flawed.
The Food Safety and Inspections Service
(FSIS), within the USDA, administers the
program, which is designed to identify and
selectchemicals thatcouldposehumanhealth
hazards, conduct residue tests in poultry and
meat for those chemicals, and take enforce-
ment action against those who market prod-
ucts containingdangerous levels ofthechemi-
cals. FSIS receives assistance from the EPA,
which establishes residue limits and provides
information on pesticides approved for
domestic use, and the FDA, which does the
same forapproved animal drugs. FSIS collects
samples of meat and poultry from slaughter
plants and U.S. ports ofentry and analyzes
them. Anyviolations are referred to the FDA
forinvestigation and enforcement action.
The GAO found that FSIS does not
adjust its testing for imported meat and
poultry to include problems with heavy
metal residues or animal drugs and pesti-
cides not allowed in the United States but
used by exporting nations. Thus, FSIS does
not know the extent to which potentially
harmful residues may or may not exist in
imported meat and poultry. Also, said
GAO, FSIS does not always have complete
information on chemicals that are not used
in the United States or on new chemicals
that are created each year.
The GAO also examined the input from
the EPA and the FDA and found that these
agencies are not able to provide all the infor-
mation and assistance the FSIS needs for the
program. One problem is that questions have
been raised about the health and environ-
mental effects ofmanyofthe pesticides previ-
ously approved by the EPA, as well as about
the regulatory limits set for their residues in
foods. The EPA is reevaluating these pesti-
cides, but it estimates that it will not com-
plete the reregistration process until 2006.
The GAO also points out that problems
exist with the FDA's handling ofviolations
due to limited resources and legislative
restrictions. The FDA investigated only
about 20% ofthe 21,439 violations that the
FSIS reported to it from 1989 to 1992.
Only one prosecution resulted from these
investigations.
Rather than improving the current sys-
tem, the GAO suggested that an alternative
regulatory system for meat and poultry be
developed. The report discussed an indus-
try-operated risk-based system, overseen and
monitored by the federal government. The
GAO made other recommendations for the
current food safety system, but the office
feels that a better approach is for Congress
to create a single agency responsible for car-
rying out a cohesive set offood safety laws.
The GAO obtained comment from the
USDA, EPA, and HHS, as well as two
industry trade groups that represent over
80% of the meat and poultry industry. Al
agreed that a process-oriented, risk-based
approach that tries to prevent residue prob-
lems from occurring would be more effec-
tive than the current system that relies on
limited testing of end products to detect
residues.
The GAO also found problems with the
regulatory laws because of inconsistencies
within the overall federal structure and sys-
teams for controlling chemicals in all foods.
For example, chemicals posing similar risks
are in some cases regulated differently under
different laws. Also, the laws do not require
periodic reevaluations ofcompounds against
the most current scientific standards, nor do
the laws specifically require the agencies to
monitor environmental contaminants in
food.
The GAO also concluded that end-
product testing and interagency referrals
cannot detect and prevent contaminated
food products from entering the food sup-
ply and do not effectively penalize violators
and deter future violations. The GAO says
that agencies do not have enough resources
to effectively carry out end-product testing,
which requires extensive resources to obtain
comprehensive information on chemicals
and develop test methods to detect all
chemicals ofconcern.
To mitigate the problems with the cur-
rent fragmented system, the GAO recom-
mends that Congress enact uniform food
safety laws that resolve differences in chemi-
cal standards and provide agencies with ade-
quate oversight authorities, as well as direct
agencies to develop systems that prevent
problems, rather than simply identify them.
The report also recommends that Congress
should require that all foods eligible for
import be produced under equivalent food
safety systems.
The GAO received comments on these
recommendations for changes in the system
from USDA, the Department of Com-
merce, EPA, and FDA. USDA and the
Department of Commerce generally con-
curred with GAO's recommendations. The
EPA disagreed with the recommendation
that a single food safety agency is needed
and suggested that an interagency council
be created instead. FDA did not concur
with the report, saying that the information
is outdated and does not support the con-
clusions and recommendations. However,
the GAO said in response to FDA's com-
ments that the information in the report
was compiled from reports issued from
1990 to 1994.
The reports, "USDA's Role under the
National Residue Program Should Be
Reevluated" and "Changes Needed to
Minimize Unsafe Chemicals in Food," were
requested by the Subcommittee on Human
Resources and Intergovernmental Relations
of the House Committee on Government
Operations.
French Fry Fuel
French fry grease and potatoes may fuel
trucks and buses in the future. Research by
the University of Idaho and the J.R.
Simplot Company, which producers french
fries in Idaho, is examining the possible use
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